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Abstract: 
This introduction frames a selection of papers that encourage a richer spatial 
understanding of the years before the partition of India. The papers respond to two 
types of question. One type is spatial (at what scale to do we approach partition? 
Through which spaces should we attempt to understand both micro and macro 
processes? Movements across what distances constituted partition?). The second type 
is temporal (what timescales do we invoke when approaching partition? Of what was 
it the endpoint? What sort of memories were invoked and made during India’s 
multiple partitions?). This introduction establishes the main trends in partition 
historiography, tracked through the last two decennial anniversaries. It sketches out 
spatial analyses of partition to date, regarding territory and displacement especially, 
but shows that much of this geographical interpretation has been implicit rather than 
explicit, and that most have begun with partition. Whilst framing many of their 
arguments in twentieth-century colonial practice, and occasionally straying into the 
post-colonial, the papers in this special issue mostly focus on the 1930s-40s at a range 
of scales (from the international, through the nation-state, to cities, mohallas, and 
courtrooms). Collectively they make the argument that if partition has a history, then 
it also has an historical geography. We hope these papers will help people read these 
histories and geographies with a finer spatial eye. 
 
 
 
 
Long the subject of intense academic debate, India’s partition has now firmly entered 
the global public consciousness as one of the most devastating and important political 
transitions of the Twentieth Century.  It is difficult to locate a comparable event in the 
last two centuries that more completely changed both the everyday lives of tens of 
millions of ordinary people, and simultaneously transformed geopolitics in one of the 
world’s most populated global regions. These changes affected the region’s diasporas 
too, and fundamentally altered the global policy of one of Europe’s most powerful 
imperial nations.  India’s Partition is, consequently, not just of significance to the 
successor states of India and Pakistan (and later Bangladesh) but is also, legitimately, 
an integral part of the history and geography of all areas of South Asian settlement, 
including Britain itself.  This includes areas of long-term labour migrations in the 
Caribbean and diasporas in Eastern and Southern Africa.1 But it also includes the 
large post-imperial industrial cities of the UK’s midlands and the north.2  
 
It is not surprising that some historians have concluded that Partition has ‘over 
determined’ the subsequent political trajectories of Pakistan, or that it has led to long 
term patterns of internal displacement that structure the migration experiences of large 
populations of Bangladeshis.3 Partition has been a continuous reference point for a 
whole range of other political and social trends in South Asia – from the phenomenon 
of ‘communalism’,4 to the study of migrations, refugees and displacement,5 and the 
more recent explorations of borderland studies.6  In much of this work, concepts of 
space are inherent, but not explicitly addressed. Where spatial analysis does occur, the 
                                                        
1 See, for example, Sana Aiyar, Indians in Kenya: The Politics of Diaspora (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2015); Parminder Bhachu, Twice Migrants: East African Sikh 
Settlers in Britain (London: Tavistock, 1985) 
2 For an exploration of the British Asian presence in some of these cities, see Sean 
McLoughlin, William Gould, Ananya Kabir and Emma Tomain, eds, Writing the City in 
British Asian Diasporas (London: Routledge, 2014) 
3 See Claire Alexander, Joya Chatterji and Annu Jalais, The Bengal Diaspora: Rethinking 
Muslim Migration (London: Routledge, 2016), pp. 64-5; Christophe Jaffrelot, The Pakistan 
Paradox: Instability and Resilience (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015) 
4 See, for example, Joya Chatterji, Bengal Divided: Hindu Communalism and Partition 1932-
1947 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); Gyanendra Pandey, Remembering 
Partition: Violence, Nationalism and History in India (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008) 
5 Uditi Sen, Citizen Refugee: Forging the Indian Nation After Partition (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018)  
6 For example, Elisabeth Leake, The Defiant Border: The Afghan-Pakistan Borderlands in the 
Era of Decolonization 1936-1965 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016) 
geographies of partition are often oddly de-historicised, neglecting the historical 
geographies of partition, whether in muddy borders, clinical cartographies, backstreet 
galis, or glacial peaks.  
 
This special issue aims to build on some of the key trends of the last three decades in 
the historiography of partition, and to foreground more clearly, the concept of space 
in connecting together those trends, and as a means of teasing out new paradigms for 
exploring Partition for the 2020s.  Over this introductory essay, we will first examine 
some of the main changes in writing about Partition since the 1980s, and then set out 
some of the possible directions for spatial approaches to the subject by introducing the 
main essays collected here. 
 
The main trends in Partition historiography 
 
It is perhaps not surprising that treatments of 1947 up to the 1980s dealt 
predominantly with the labyrinthine high politics of negotiation between the main 
political leadership of India’s late colonial parties.  With the release and eventual 
multi-volume publication of the ‘Transfer of Power’ documents detailing the full New 
Delhi- London correspondence,7 the details surrounding the fateful final decisions 
leading to Partition became publicly available.  The complexity of these negotiations 
did not create consensus about the respective roles of the main parties to the main 
negotiations, and in particular there was strong disagreement in the literature around 
the role of Mohammad Ali Jinnah’s promotion of the Pakistan Movement.  One of the 
most challenging interventions in historical writing about Partition in this respect, 
took place around the mid 1980s, with the publications of Ayesha Jalal’s The Sole 
Spokesman.8  Departing from both older and contemporary accounts that depicted the 
centrality of Jinnah to the Pakistan demand,9 Jalal argued that Jinnah should not 
necessarily be placed as the key mover of Partition itself – or to put it another way, 
that Pakistan did not necessarily imply Partition, when we look more closely at the 
negotiating strategies of the Muslim League leader.  Rather, Jinnah did not transform 
                                                        
7 Nicholas Mansergh, Transfer of Power 1942-1947 (H.M. Stationery Office, 1983) 
8 Ayesha Jalal, The Sole Spokesman: Jinnah, The Muslim League and the Demand for 
Pakistan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985) 
9 For example, Stanley Wolpert, Jinnah of Pakistan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984); 
A. I. Singh,  
suddenly from secularist to Islamist, and the Partition solution might be better 
explained by examining the interactions between the Congress leadership and the 
final Viceroy of India in the ultimate phase of negotiation.10  The refocusing on the 
role of the Congress leadership, and in particular Jawaharlal Nehru, was strengthened 
by the end of the 30 year prohibited short section in M.K. Azad’s autobiographical 
India Wins Freedom in 1988, and its general release in 1989.  Although not entirely 
surprising, the new material gave weight to Jalal’s more detailed argument about the 
role of Nehru and Patel, and described Azad’s ‘Himalayan Miscalculation’ in 
allowing Nehru to take over as President of the Congress in July 1946.  In general, 
Jalal’s arguments were not so much novel, then, as adding a level of detailed research, 
assisted with new sources, to an argument that had been made all along about Jinnah’s 
strategy and Nehru’s culpability.11 
 
Although the mid 1980s debate is remembered as one that focuses on Jinnah and the 
Congress leadership, it had crucial implications for our thinking about the spatial 
politics of Partition. Key to Jalal’s argument was the disjunction or tension between 
the negotiations taking place in Delhi and the logic of state or province-level politics 
and its demographic complexities: The imprecision in the Lahore Resolution of 1940 
– pivotal to the Jalal thesis that ‘Pakistan’ did not necessarily imply outright partition 
to two separate sovereign states – was based on the paucity of electoral support for the 
League in Bengal and Punjab.  Equally, the ambivalence towards, but eventual 
acceptance by Jinnah of the Cabinet Mission proposals in the summer of 1946, were 
based in a calculation of the changing politics of the Muslim majority areas.  This 
alternative provincial level history of Partition was taken up by Joya Chatterji in the 
early 1990s, leading to the eventual publication of a book that also challenged the 
‘Jinnah for Partition, Congress for unity’ thesis, by showing how Bengali Hindus 
supported the idea of partition in the final phase.12  Two of the essays in this issue 
relate to these regional approaches to Partition in the pre-independence phase.  
                                                        
10 For a summary of this debate, see Asim Roy, ‘The High Politics of India’s Partition: The 
Revisionist Perspective’, Modern Asian Studies, 24, 2, (May, 1990), pp. 385-408. 
11 See Asim Roy, pp. 399-400, who shows that B R Ambedkar and Reginald Coupland noted 
that the Lahore Resolution was a ‘basic’ demand in which the units of Pakistan might not be 
‘independent’ and might be part of a confederation.  Penderel Moon, Hugh Tinker and H.V. 
Hodson, he argued, also saw the Resolution as ‘tactical’, an ‘overbid’ and that Pakistan was 
not inconsistent with confederation. 
12 Joya Chatterji, Bengal Divided 
Rakesh Ankit explores the work of the Interim Government in 1946-7, as an attempt 
to consolidate centripetal political tendencies. Oliver Godsmark explores the 
background to the arguments for provincialisation in India, that shaped this aspect of 
the final negotiations around Partition. 
 
Since the 1980s, and the debates around Jinnah and the ‘demand for Pakistan’, there 
have been three broad changes in approaches to Partition in historical research.  All 
three shifts in this work have been instigated by unique changes in the political 
landscape of the subject, rather than being directly connected to other historical trends 
in thinking about colonial societies in South Asia.  These have not simply been the 
product of changing academic priorities, but also the unearthing of completely new 
types of source. In other words, India’s Partition has developed its own self-contained 
historiography, which as with the changes in the 1980s, links back to the availability 
of particular kinds of archival material.  In the case of the mid 1990s changes, this 
related to oral historical accounts of partition survivors, whose voices began to be 
recovered on a much wider scale than before. 
 
The first of these transformations in the literature on Partition has been the conscious 
decision to explore the quotidian experiences of partition violence in their own right, 
that were connected to, but moved beyond the themes of high politics.  The most 
influential works here have been mid to late 1990s studies that explore the nature of 
partition violence on ordinary people, the experiences of displacement and inter-
familial killing. In the key work of Urvashi Butalia, these histories were about the 
recovery of such accounts rather than the development of an interpretive framework.13 
Kamla Bhasin and Ritu Menon also began to develop this social history turn in the 
field of Partition by exploring the specific experiences of women migrants, the tens of 
thousands of females who were involved in the ‘recovery’ operation, and the 
                                                        
13 Urvashi Butalia, The Other Side of Silence: Voices from The Partition of India (Delhi: 
Viking Penguin, 1998)  See also Gyanendra Pandey, Remembering Partition. In more recent 
work Butalia has further researched the ongoing memories of partition, and engaged with 
those who raise the possibility of the desire of ‘moving on’. She suggests that the possibility 
will only arise when the contemporary and ongoing divides between the three countries born 
of partition are overcome through collaboration and co-understanding. See Butalia, Urvashi, 
ed. Partition: The Long Shadow (New Delhi: Zubaan, 2015). 
gendered nature of the structures that produced it.14 These accounts however, were 
important not so much as signifiers of a shift in sources and approaches to Partition.  
More important was the act of recovery of hitherto silenced voices and the very 
process of representing and confronting historical trauma. 
 
A second transformation began to take place around the 60th anniversary of partition 
in 2007, and builds on the interventions of historians such as Butalia, Menon and 
Bhasin in thinking about the grassroots histories of partition, and now developing 
their relationship to changing state structures and bureaucratic decision making.  
Yasmin Khan’s The Great Partition epitomized the attempt in this new turn, to 
connect the now well developed oral accounts of quotidian experience, to the larger 
political decision making process from the top.15  Other histories began to examine 
the experiences of refugees and the displaced in the context of rehabilitation regimes, 
notably Joya Chatterji working on Bengal, Gurharpal Singh and Ian Talbot on Punjab, 
and Sarah Ansari on Sindh, Pakistan.16 For the first time too, historians began to 
explore more fully the quotidian relationships between new inhabitants of the newly 
formed states of India and Pakistan, either through official regimes of property and 
identity, 17  or through conceptions of the state and the citizen form an everyday 
perspective.18  The articles by Datta and Chairez in this volume too, examine how 
new kinds of social space, either around the politics of caste, or around urban 
developments, took into account the anticipated and experienced lives of quotidian 
actors, as we will see more below. 
 
                                                        
14 Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin, Borders & Boundaries: Women in India’s Partition (New 
Brunswick, N.J: Rutgers University Press, 1998), 
15 Yasmin Khan, The Great Partition: The Making of India and Pakistan (London: Yale 
University Press, 2007) 
16 Joya Chatterji, The Spoils of Partition; Sarah Ansari, Life After Partition: Migration, 
Community and Strife in Sindh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Gurharpal Singh 
and Ian Talbot, The Partition of India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009) 
17 Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali Zamindar, The Long Partition and the Making of Modern South 
Asia: Refugees, Boundaries, Histories, Cultures of History (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2007). 
18 See, William Gould, Sarah Ansari and Taylor Sherman, eds., From Subjects to Citizens: 
Society and the Everyday State in India and Pakistan (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014); William Gould, Sarah Ansari, Taylor Sherman, ‘The flux of the matter: loyalty, 
corruption and the everyday state in the post-partition government services of India and 
Pakistan c. 1946-1952’, Past and Present, , no. 219, (May 2013). 
 
A third aspect to these changing histories of Partition, has been the popular response 
to the decennial anniversaries, and particularly since 1997.  These years, arguably, 
have changed public responses to the events of 1947 in terms of the publications and 
projects that have arisen to mark the anniversary.  It is no coincidence that a range of 
publications on Partition have emerged when a ‘7’ or ‘8’ appeared in a year, and the  
main public funding bodies have supported projects based on this sense of timeliness.  
These temporal patterns are not just matters of academic convenience:  Public 
histories of Partition have also been more plentiful at decennial moments, and 
national and international media have taken increasing interest in them.  The reasons 
for this also relate to some of the same impulses as changes in the academic literature:  
A generation that remembers Partition are now dying out, and the chance to record 
their stories is ebbing away; significantly in 2007 and even more strongly in 2017, 
some of this generation have publicly revisited the traumas of their childhood. In 
addition, a new generation of sons and daughters of survivors have started to define, 
themselves, a role in public histories of the UK and other contexts.19 This has led to a 
number of large-scale projects set up and run by this second generation – the Partition 
Museum in Amritsar,20 the 1947 Partition Archive (based at Brown, USA),21 Project 
Dastaan based in Oxford,22 which records birth villages of Partition migrants and 
plays them back to participants using Virtual Reality, and a new Partition 
Commemoration initiative started with the support of a number of British Asian MPs. 
 
There have been a number of important implications of these changing priorities on 
Partition.  The first concerns the temporal questions surrounding decolonization. The 
unprecedented outpouring of media and public interest in India’s partition in the UK 
in August 2017 for example, focused primarily on narratives of displacement, 
violence and reconciliation.  To a great extent this reflects the turn in historical work 
towards histories ‘from below’, and popular or everyday experiences of India’s 
division, that move on from traditional accounts of the negotiated settlements between 
                                                        
19 See, for example, the spate of BBC documentaries in August 2017, which followed the 
lives of Partition survivors who were relatives of British Asian celebrities and professionals.  
For example, BBC1’s ‘My Family, Partition and Me: India 1947’, which featured the family 
histories of the TV presented Anita Rani and Dr. Binita Kane. 
20 See http://www.partitionmuseum.org The Amrtisar Museum was also set up to open and 
coincide with the 2017 anniversary. 
21 See http://www.1947partitionarchive.org 
22 http://www.projectdastaan.org 
the two states. This shift in historical work has been in the making at least since 1997 
– the 50th anniversary of partition – and its outcomes have been extremely important 
in opening up not only a new public awareness of 1947 as a moment of cathartic 
recovery or national imaginary, but also of thinking about partition over longer 
temporal spaces.  In some ways then, it moves us away from a consideration of 
Partition as a ‘critical event’ alone, as suggested by Veena Das.23 Vazira Zamindar 
described this as a ‘long partition’, in which the outcomes of India’s division were to 
have a resonance right up to the present day, in unresolved family divides, properties 
and rights of movement.24  Other work has extended similar themes around the lives 
of refugee migrants in particular regions or cities.25  In other respects, the longer 
period of decolonization between the late 1930s and early 1950s might be viewed as a 
period of ‘flux’ in which different kinds of temporalities co-existed around the 
movement of people, resources and experts across the India-Pakistan border.26 If we 
accept that the ‘long partition’ stretched into the decades following partition, might 
we consider when, and where, some of its characteristics (if not the feature of 
physical division itself), began before the summer of 1947?27 
 
 
The spatial turn and Partition  
 
                                                        
23 Veena Das, Critical Events: An Anthropological Perspective on Contemporary India, 4. 
impr (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
24 Vazira Fazila-Yacoobali Zamindar, The Long Partition and the Making of Modern South 
Asia: Refugees, Boundaries, Histories, Cultures of History (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2007). For extensions of this analysis see Singh, Amritjit, Nalini Iyer, and Rahul K 
Gairola, eds. Revisiting India's Partition: New Essays on Memory, Culture, and Politics (New 
Delhi: Orient Blackswan, 2016). For a collection which prioritises ongoing representational 
responses to partition (memoirs, fiction, poetry and drama) see Jalil, Rakhshanda, Tarun K 
Saint, and Debjani Sengupta, eds. Looking Back: The 1947 Partition of India, 70 Years On 
(New Delhi: Orient BlackSwan, 2017). 
25 Ravinder Kaur, Since 1947: Partition Narratives among Punjabi Migrants of Delhi (New 
Delhi ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). Joya Chatterji, The Spoils of Partition: 
Bengal and India, 1947-1967 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
26 William Gould, Sarah Ansari, Taylor Sherman, ‘The flux of the matter: loyalty, corruption 
and the everyday state in the post-partition government services of India and Pakistan c. 
1946-1952’, Past and Present, , no. 219, (May 2013). 
27 For much longer historical meditations on partition in Bengal, which do not fall into the 
trap of what Jalal and other revisionists would have viewed as teleology, see Reece Jones, 
‘Dreaming of a Golden Bengal: Discontinuities of Place and Identity in South Asia.’ Asian 
Studies Review 35, no. 3: 373-95 and David Ludden, ‘Spatial Inequity and National Territory: 
Remapping 1905 in Bengal and Assam.’ Modern Asian Studies 46, no. 03 (2011): 483-525. 
This temporal reconfiguration of 1947 as a turning point is welcome because it allows 
for more nuanced historical questions that move beyond over-simplistic 
continuity/change debates. 28   Yet it opens up a series of further questions for 
historical researchers that are still to be properly addressed, and which encompass 
questions of spatiality.  Firstly, with the exception of the work of Yasmin Khan29 and 
a range of new works on the contingent lives of refugees,30 research on the early 
1940s has tended to either narrate the high political circumstances preceding partition, 
or has sought to explore those years via area-specific social or political histories.31 
Other research has foregrounded partition via the politics of communalism, but much 
of this work was carried out before the key points in the social history turn described 
above.32 This research has been sensitive to questions of space, only insofar as each 
piece of research has been based in a particular area study. Space here functions as 
location and backdrop, not as place (the cultural meanings attached to space) or as a 
vital materiality that envelops and permeates human action. Space and its 
significance, at different scales, has not provided an analytical object, sitting instead, 
at best, as an analytical frame.33  
 
Yet partition’s crucial political outcomes were centrally about questions of human 
movement, borders, changing jurisdiction, and sovereignty over space; that is to say, 
about territory.34  Just as it is necessary then to explore decolonization as a process of 
                                                        
28 For broader examples of such historical and geographical questions see Craggs, R., and C. 
Wintle, eds. Cultures of Decolonisation: Transnational Productions and Practices, 1945-70 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016). 
29 Yasmin Khan, The Great Partition 
30 Uditi Sen, Citizen Refugee; Anjali Bhardwaj Datta, ‘Rebuilding Lives and Redefining 
Spaces: Women in Postcolonial Delhi, 1945-1980’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of 
Cambridge, 2014). 
31 An example for Uttar Pradesh would be Gyanesh Kudaisya, Region, Nation, Heartland: 
Uttar Pradesh in India’s Body Politic (Delhi: Sage, 2006). 
32 For an older example of this, see David Page, Prelude to Partition: The Indian Muslims 
and the Imperial System of Control (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), and Gyanendra 
Pandey, The Construction of Communalism in late Colonial India (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1990); William Gould, Hindu Nationalism and the Language of Politics in Late 
Colonial India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004) 
33 For such a contemporaneous reading of partition space see Spate, Oscar. H. K. "The 
Partition of India and the Prospects of Pakistan." Geographical Review 38, no. 1 (1948): 5-29. 
34 Stuart Elden The Birth of Territory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013). On the 
need to think critically about partitioning more broadly see Sanjay Chaturvedi. ‘Towards a 
Critical Geography of Partition(S): Some Reflections on and from South Asia.’ Environment 
and Planning D: Society and Space 21.2 (2003): 148-54 and Reece Jones, ‘The False Premise 
of Partition.’ Space and Polity 18 3 (2014): 285-300. 
extended adjustment forward into the postcolonial decades, it is important to trace, in 
more thematic detail, how certain forms of spatial politics arose preceding 1947.  The 
articles by Legg and Gould in this issue explore how urban mohalla and inter-urban 
spatial politics, for example, were key to understanding the organized development of 
communal volunteer movements in the early to mid 1940s north Indian city.  These 
movements then had an important bearing on the type and scale of violence that 
eventually erupted in late 1946 to late 1947. 
 
Secondly, social histories exploring the predicaments of displacement, the 
relationship between state and social actors, the challenges faced by women, or the 
politics of property, immediately brings up questions about the contingent and 
changing meanings of space over the period of decolonization. One way to do this is 
to think of the cultural geographies of representation leading up to and during 
partition through, for instance, visualisations of the geo-body and cartographies of the 
body politic.35 Another is to attend to the geographies of caste, for instance how dalits 
on the new borders experienced partition as both spatial dislocation and social 
mobility.36 Perhaps the largest body of work has explored the forcible conversion of 
geo-space and body-space through acts of partition violence against women. As 
Veena Das has put it ‘…the violence of the Partition was unique in the 
metamorphosis it achieved between the idea of appropriating a territory as nation and 
appropriating the body of the woman as territory.’37 
 
The most dramatic effects of partition make the significance of the meaning of space 
clear. The movement of people and the drawing of boundaries suggest that we need to 
explore popular imaginaries of changing spaces of living and citizenship, not least 
                                                        
35 Sumathi Ramaswamy, ‘Art on the Line: Cartography and Creativity in a Divided World.’ 
In Decolonizing the Map: Cartography from Colony to Nation, edited by James R Akerman, 
284-338 (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2017) 
36 Sekhar Bandyopadhyay, ‘Partition and the Ruptures in Dalit Identity Politics in Bengal.’ 
Asian Studies Review 33.4 (2009): 455-467. 
37 Veena Das, ‘Language and Body: Transactions in the Construction of Pain.’ In Remaking a 
World: Violence, Social Suffering, and Recovery edited by Veena Das, Arthur Kleinman, 
Margaret Lock, Mamphela Ramphele and Pamela Reynolds, 67-91 (Berkeley, California; 
London: University of California Press, 1997). 
because these often determined rights too.38   In other respects, the documentary 
regime of each new state was formed around changing concepts of space.39  Some of 
the most recent work on migration in South Asia also clearly suggest that we need to 
look again at movement and space around partition, by exploring concepts such as 
‘mobility capital’ as a means of digging out the grassroots drivers of population 
movement in the region.40  Partition, and the political events leading up to it, also had 
its effects on specific kinds of spaces at different levels or scales:  cities transformed 
over the war years, and some of the antecedents of the mass movements of labour and 
encampment were anticipated in urban areas, as Datta’s article in this issue shows.  
The relationship between urban and rural spaces and between different urban 
settlements shifted around the transforming politics of community in important ways 
in the 1940s.  At a different scale, the politics of borders and boundaries had a pre-
partition history, that foreshadowed the dramatic summer of 1947:  At the level of the 
province, negotiations about possible internal boundaries and divisions were taking 
place in the first half of the decade, as Godsmark’s piece in this issue suggests.  And 
as Fitzpatrick’s article shows in this issue too, geographical thinking that drew on a 
range of influences, played a role in the decisions of the final Boundary Commission 
of 1947. 
 
 
The articles in this issue 
 
Studies of Partition have inevitably explored the spatial dynamics of the political 
negotiations, as we have suggested above in our survey of the changing historical 
literature.  This has taken place most directly in an examination of the spatial politics 
of province or border, in relation to the idea of national space – a set of themes that 
very much defined and shaped the high political negotiations themselves.  However, 
despite the inherent importance of spatial questions, less work has explicitly 
interrogated or employed the idea of space as a concept in the processes and ideas 
                                                        
38 Joya Chatterji, ‘South Asian Histories of Citizenship, 1946-1970’, The Historical Journal, 
55.4 (2012), 1049–71 shows how the movement of people across the border created the 
conditions for the determination of formal citizenship rights. 
39 Haimanti Roy, Partitioned Lives: Migrants, Refugees, Citizens in India and Pakistan, 
1947-65 (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2012) 
40 See Claire Alexander, Joya Chatterji and Annu Jalais, The Bengal Diaspora: Rethinking 
Muslim Migration (London: Routledge, 2016) 
underpinning the events of Partition.  The articles in this issue begin to suggest a 
number of ways in which this might be addressed, from examining international 
paradigms created by the events of the 1940s, to state, regional, borderland politics, to 
the role of urban spaces in pre and post-partition histories, to the significance of 
micro-sites like the courtroom. This is not to segment stories to particular scales: law 
courts partitioned countries; while international networks determined the fates of 
individual partition negotiators. Taken together, the articles presented here also 
suggest a number of potential frameworks for spatially focused future research on 
Partition, from the international to the interim state, from provincial reorganization to 
intra-province networks, and from urban associations to the micro-dramas of a law 
court. 
 
We open with Jesus Chairez-Garza’s exploration of the relationship between space, 
and notions of community autonomy in late-colonial India, through the politics of 
Ambedkar and the Scheduled Castes Federation.  Rather than explore the question of 
Dalit politics and territory or political autonomy, as many previous scholars working 
on the 1940s Scheduled Caste Federation have attempted,41 Chairez-Garza looks at 
Ambedkar’s mobilization of international spheres in promoting Dalit interests.  Just as 
Pakistan was about specifically regional alliances for community interest politics, this 
article shows that Ambedkar rather worked to undermine the territorial logic of the 
negotiation by appealing to other, international audiences in validating the ‘minority’ 
predicament of Scheduled Castes.  The implications of this article shift the scales of 
our analysis of Partition, from the purely South Asian discussions of region, 
community and territory, to broader international arenas and the alternative Partition 
histories they reveal. 
 
Rakesh Ankit explores the scale of the nation, the object of the state and period of 
1946-47 in his paper regarding the Interim Government, as a phase in which there 
were a range of political and spatial possibilities, with an impulse to political 
consolidation better explored separately and in a non-teleological way, compared to 
                                                        
41 See for example, Sekhar Bandyopadhyay, ‘Transfer of Power and the Crisis of Dalit 
Politics in India, 1945-47’, in Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 34 (2000), pp. 893-942; 
Ramnarayan Rawat, ‘Making Claims for Power: A New Agenda for Dalit Politics in Uttar 
Pradesh, 1946-48’, in Modern Asian Studies, Vol. 37 (2003), pp. 585-612 
the final Partition phase. Ankit suggests that the Interim Government has been largely 
remembered as a failure, in the light of the eventual division of India.  Yet, a deeper 
historical examination of its work suggests that there were other unitary possibilities 
and compromises that while being introduced, were never fully implemented.  
Moreover, Ankit argues that if the six-month government is examined aside from, 
rather than in the light of Partition, its post-war reconstruction initiatives can be 
explored on their own merits.   
 
The following paper brings fresh perspectives on both our thinking about the 1940s 
regional negotiations, and the alternative politics of region in the discussions of post-
colonial solutions. We might consider the primary historical debate of the 1980s – 
that surrounding the intentions and strategies of Jinnah in the Pakistan demand – as 
essentially a politics that was, at its root, a debate about the connection between 
political ideology and space.  The very idea of Pakistan was, in this debate, 
ambiguously about physical space (territory) while being overtly about community or 
‘identity’ space.  The inter-relationship between these two concepts, arguably, drove 
the eventual final decisions to partition.  Oliver Godsmark’s article argues that the 
possibilities for provincialisation in India, that marked the final negotiations around 
Partition, can be viewed from the perspective of a wider ‘federal moment’ of 
demands, which brings into play linguistic negotiations from the interwar years.  
Godsmark suggests that the community-space ideas inherent in the Pakistan demand 
can be explored differently in the light of longer-term political demands around 
linguistic reorganization.  Both sets of processes revolved around political support for 
majoritarianism within autonomous spaces, and both showed how the concept of 
majority rule developed alongside democratic institutions over the 1930s.  The article 
potentially opens up our sense in which the Partition can be explored in terms of 
other, related territorial negotiations and redrawings, rather than be seen as a purely 
stand-alone event. 
 
We next move into a consideration of a single province and the spatial politics of 
violence at it transforms in the years leading up Partition.  William Gould considers 
the changing dynamics, political activities and membership of some of the main 
volunteer movements and associations in the United Provinces (Uttar Pradesh or UP) 
from the beginning of the war years, including those associated with the Congress and 
League to semi-independent ‘Hindu’ and ‘Muslim’ organisations.  The article 
identifies spatial trends in the relationship between volunteer movement growth and 
the occurrence of violence across the province.  It argues that the ‘organised’ nature 
of Partition violence in late 1946 to 1947 was prefigured by the growing involvement 
of volunteers in urban based clashes, and that there is a noticeable trend in this 
phenomenon in the western districts of UP.  As well as contributing to our sense of 
how waves of violence move and change temporally and spatially, the article make 
some further arguments about the shifting nature of sovereignty in the final two years 
of British rule in India. 
 
Anjali Bhardwaj Datta brings the focus of the special issue to the scale of a single 
city. She situates her research within the debates about 1947 as a moment of 
continuity or discontinuity. Rather than approach these questions abstractly, she 
addresses the fine and rich geographies of the city of Delhi, one of the paradigmatic 
partition cities, to emphatically make the case for studying the spaces before partition. 
What she shows is that many of the characteristics that came to be associated with 
partition in Delhi were already features of the pre-partition landscape. In particular, 
she forces us to consider the legacies of wartime conditions in Delhi. The demands of 
wartime Delhi had allowed the state to extend its powers of control, just as it lost 
control of a landscape struggling to deal with over-expansion and under-investment. 
These specific material and policy geographies were the spaces into which migrants 
flowed in 1947. 
 
Stephen Legg’s paper also focuses on Delhi, but moves in to the scale of the sub-
urban community (the mohalla), to ask whether the city was ‘pre-partitioning’ in the 
interwar years. As with Gould’s paper, the focus is on voluntary associations. The 
paper traces the way in which Congress, Muslim League National Guard, and RSS 
organizations all tried to penetrate the mohalla as a space and scale of mobilization. It 
concludes by reading police reports and petitions from 1946-47 to consider whether 
the geographical imagination of the city was dividing on communal lines as a 
precursor to the residential relocations of partition in the city. 
 
The special issue concludes with meditations on how a room can determine the fate of 
a province, and even a nation. Hannah Fitzpatrick examines the Punjab Boundary 
Commission hearings of July 1947 as a way of exploring how geographical 
knowledge came to be politicized and mobilized by both Congress and the Muslim 
League representatives. Here a Lahore courtroom acted as space which consolidated 
knowledge from ‘the field’ as well as from government offices. But the theatrical 
space of the courtroom also shaped assumptions about what constituted evidence, 
whilst colour maps were deployed as dramatic devices in rival propositions. One of 
the key players here was the Australian geographer Oskar Spate, reminding us of the 
complex imbrications of the local, the national and the international at play in every 
geography of partition. 
 
 
 
